aging a public exploration and discussion of the American experience."2 Oral history is unique in its ability to fulfill those missions.
Yet there is great variety in the condition and size of the oral history collections produced by NPS employees. Some collections contain only field notes for a handful of untranscribed, even unrecorded, interviews. Others have hundreds of impressively cataloged interviews and finding aids. For example, the oral history collection at San Francisco Maritime National Historical Park dates back to the 1940s and is one of the nation's longest-running oral history programs. Its more than 600 interviews are cataloged and available to researchers. With close to 2,000 interviews, the oral history collection at the Ellis Island Immigration Museum at Ellis Island National Monument is among the nation's largest and most important. The collection is impressively cataloged and widely accessible to park visitors. Thousands of New York City schoolchildren, scholars, curious visitors, and descendants of interviewees have listened to the collection's recordings in the site's research library. The archive of the National Prisoner of War Museum at Andersonville National Historic Site in Georgia includes video histories of more than 900 American Pows, veterans of every American conflict since World War I.3
Unfortunately, oral history in the NPS has not always reached its full potential. A recent survey concluded that "oral history efforts [in the National Park Service] are often loosely structured, sporadic, and project-driven, and implemented in a piecemeal fashion."4 For every Ellis Island Immigration Museum, which employs full-time oral historians, archivists, and audio technicians and has a state-of-the-art, on-site recording facility, there are several sites with untrained, though dedicated, park rangers and volunteers who record interviews on outdated equipment and store the recordings in uncontrolled environments. Few of the interviews are ever transcribed or made available to researchers. Some serve little historical purpose. But hundreds of other interviews undoubtedly shed light on unstudied corners of American social history and will prove valuable if they are processed according to professional standards and made available to the public.
Historians and cultural resource managers within the NPS are responding to those needs, acting on the advisory board's recommendation that "budgets, policies, and organizational structure should reflect this commitment [to education]."5 Their efforts should spark new partnerships with university oral history and public history programs that share the Park Service's mission. The backlog of uncataloged, unused interviews already in park collections could keep student interns from academic oral history, public history, and museum studies programs busy for the next several years-to the mutual benefit of individual parks, the students, park visitors, and the researchers who will use the interviews in the future. The project has contracted with Tuskegee Airmen, Inc., a national nonprofit organization, to acquire biographical data and contact information on its members. This agreement will take the project a long way toward its goal of recording 1,500 interviews, but the larger objective is to find and interview a wide swath of people who can tell us about what happened at Tuskegee and help place that story in the broader contexts of American and African American history. If the oral history project reaches that goal, the Tuskegee Airmen National Historic Site will be able to present the kind of complex and nuanced story that this experience deserves.
The interviews will be useful in other ways. Historical architects are mining interviews that the project has recorded with people such as Booker Conley, who helped draft the original drawings for structures at Moton Field as a work-study student in the Tuskegee Institute architecture department in the early 1940s. Archival evidence and materials analysis are valuable tools in the effort to treat historic structures at Moton Field, but they cannot tell the whole story. Information gleaned from the oral histories suggests that human memory is a better source than one might have expected for reconstructing material surroundings.
The interview recordings and transcripts will be stored in the archives of the Tuskegee Airmen National Historic Site and will be made available to researchers and the public.12 This will quickly make the site the starting point for research into the Tuskegee Airmen and Jim Crow in World War II, and the archive will also become a major resource for historians of African Americans in the military and historians of air power. Because we ask each interviewee to talk about his or her family background, the archive will also constitute an important source on African American life during the Great Depression.
Interview recordings will form the centerpiece of the Tuskegee Airmen National Historic Site's museum program. Visitors will have the opportunity to walk into the site's museum and learn about the experiences of the Tuskegee Airmen, in the airmen's own words. They will hear pilots talk about their childhood desire to fly, a dream that was virtually impossible for African Americans to realize before 1939. They will hear the stories of mechanics who had to teach themselves how to service and repair aircraft because racist policy makers in the Army Air Corps believed that blacks could not learn to maintain complicated machines such as airplanes.
Visitors will hear about German Pows who had free range of the military bases where they were incarcerated while the Tuskegee Airmen were segregated into inferior quarters on the same bases. In short, the oral histories will allow visitors to connect on an innately human level with the men and women of Tuskegee who were simultaneously so ordinary and so remarkable. At a time when schoolchildren find it difficult to believe that the United States ever sanctioned racial segregation, we are hopeful that our recordings will provide a powerful educational experience for generations to come. The knowledge that our interviews will be put to this use makes participation in the project especially meaningful to our team.
Projects of similar scope and importance abound in the National Park System, but few of them have the resources necessary for professional-quality oral history. For example, the Rosie the Riveter World War II Homefront National Historical Park in Richmond, California, has been directed to document the experience of war workers on the American home front. A modest grant has allowed the park to begin this work in partnership with the Regional Oral History Office of the University of California, Berkeley, but a comprehensive oral history program will require additional funding. Researchers at Manzanar National Historic Site in Independence, California, would like to interview the surviving Japanese Americans who were confined there and at other internment centers during the war. But they too lack the resources to record, transcribe, edit, and archive dozens of broadcast-quality oral history interviews. Many other NPS projects face similar problems.
Historians employed by the National Park Service and other federal agencies risk portraying only what can be dismissed as "official" history: state-sanctioned, consensus history (or myth) that avoids controversial topics. Increased use of oral history can help lead us away from presenting oversimplified-and ultimately less interesting-history to our visitors. Oral history helps us document the past, adds texture to the stories we relate to park visitors, and allows us to expand our understanding of who we are as a people. In the case of oral history in the National Park Service, medium and message are one: the most democratic mode of inquiry historians have yet invented helps the NPS portray the experiences we as Americans hold in common. Oral history is central to the Park Service's public history program and should become even more vital to its mission in the future.
